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Moments of Emergence:
Organizing by and with Undocumented




Striking new campaigns across Europe, the United States,
and Australia led by refugees, im/migrants, undocumented
people, and allies challenge controls over the right to move
freely across borders. Situating similar formations within
Canada in transnational context, this article anatomizes
the impact of September 11 on North American organiz-
ing. Drawing on the argument that the construction of
September 11 as a national event was ideologically neces-
sary for war abroad and criminalization of immigrants do-
mestically, the article evaluates strategies for confronting
state criminalization, detention, racialized citizenship, and
“illegality.” It concludes that, far from utopian, “no-border”
and “undocumented” movements are fundamentally politi-
cally necessary in the current dangerous conjuncture.
Résumé
Menées par des réfugiés, des immigrants, des sans-
papiers et leurs alliés, de nouvelles campagnes saisissantes
ont eu lieu, à travers l’Europe, les États Unis et en Aus-
tralie, pour remettre en question les contrôles sur le droit
de libre circulation à travers les frontières. Cet article si-
tue des mouvements similaires qui se sont formés au Can-
ada dans un contexte transnational et examine de près
l’impact des attentats du 11 septembre sur l’organisation
des mouvements de protestation en Amérique du Nord.
S’appuyant sur la thèse qu’il était idéologiquement néces-
saire de présenter les attentats du 11 septembre comme
un événement national afin de justifier la guerre à
l’étranger et la criminalisation des réfugiés à l’intérieur
du pays, cet article évalue les stratégies pour combattre la
criminalisation par l’État, la détention, la citoyenneté à
caractère raciste et l’« illégalité ». Il conclut que, loin
d’être utopiques, les mouvements en faveur de l’ouver-
ture des frontières, ainsi que ceux formés par des « sans-
papiers » ou par des gens les supportent, sont
fondamentalement et politiquement nécessaires dans les
circonstances dangereuses actuelles.
I
n his essay/manifesto, “What We Owe to the Sans-
Papiers,” French philosopher Etienne Balibar passion-
ately argues that political contestation by undocu-
mented immigrant people in France has made a
fundamental challenge to notions of democracy, politics,
civil rights, and citizenship.1,2 Indeed, in France, as elsewhere
in Europe, the United States, and Australia, organizing by
and with undocumented and non-citizen people has in
recent years become a pressing priority; it has also begun to
unsettle long-standing assumptions within political theory
and practice about borders, nations, sovereignty, and the
regulation of immigration. But as we look back since Sep-
tember 11, 2001, and observe the systematic tearing up of
immigrant, refugee, and indeed civil rights in North America,
Australia, the UK, Europe and elsewhere – not to speak of
detentions, deportations, racist killings, physical and verbal
harassment, burnings of mosques and Hindu temples, draco-
nian anti- terrorist and domestic security bills, and much else
5
– Balibar’s manifesto appears wildly utopian, even as it re-
mains politically more necessary than ever.3 For, as Muneer
Ahmad has argued in a recent article on racial violence in the
aftermath of September 11, “it is exactly in moments of nation-
alist, nativist, and militarist excess that we might develop
greater acuity not only in our critique of prevailing politics,
but in the imagined alternatives.”4
It is in this context that this paper asks: what now for
movements and organizations of and with undocumented
and non-citizen people? I raise this question fully aware
that, well before September 11, the federal government’s
immigration policy was moving in increasingly regressive
directions. To take just one example, Canada’s new Immi-
gration Act, which originated before September 11 and
which came into effect on June 30, 2002, expands powers
of detention and deportation, to specify only two of its
provisions.5 Moreover, the post-September 11 context has
meant that policy proposals that immigrant and refugee
rights groups in Canada have been opposed to for years –
among them the “safe third country” agreement – have
been quickly brought in with comparatively little resis-
tance. This paper offers only a very preliminary analysis of
how, post-September 11, “race” and citizenship in Canada
are being reconstructed in the context of calls for a security
perimeter; “illegal immigrant” squads; and limitations on
the mobility and other rights of immigrants, refugees, and
indeed citizens of colour in the name of national security.
As Sunera Thobani has recently pointed out, what we are
looking at is the institutionalization of racial and national
profiling.6 I can also only gesture at the forms of anti-im-
migration and anti-immigrant discourse that are circulat-
ing – as evidenced, to take only one example, by Daniel
Stoffman’s latest book, Who Gets In, which makes some
very familiar anti-immigration arguments but within a
post-September 11 context – and the ways in which they do
or do not differ from what we have seen in the past.7 Indeed,
the whole question of what is new and not new about the
forms of racialization and criminalization we are seeing
now is an extremely important one with some clear impli-
cations for strategy and alliance-building.8
I offer this paper as a think piece about strategy and
organizing, one that I hope contributes in some small way
to bringing our interlocking movements – including anti-
racist, labour, aboriginal, immigrant rights, anti-globaliza-
tion, and anti-war among others – into closer alliance. It
attempts to map some moments of emergence – to describe,
and begin to account for, some of the new directions in the
immigrant and refugee rights scene in Canada: groups and
actions that are a clear departure, ideologically and in social
base, from many – not all – of the earlier formations and
which are also linked to some of the international cam-
paigns and political arguments around the demand for
open borders. It is vital that activists and activist academics
begin to piece together some historical and contemporary
accounts of grassroots and non-institutionally-located
anti-racist practice and to begin to situate them within a
transnational framework. While we now have some fine
scholarly accounts of the operations of racism in education,
in paid work and, perhaps above all, in the arena of immi-
gration and refugee legislation and policy, there is relatively
little work on all the campaigns and actions carried out by
activists committed to anti-racist struggle in Canada – or
indeed elsewhere. As the contributors to the new collection,
Rethinking Anti-Racisms, comment on the British case:
“[M]edia and political anxieties around immigration have
coexisted alongside a largely unwritten history of the strug-
gle against immigration and asylum laws.”9
Across Europe people are mobilizing under the banner
of “No Border” and in other campaigns to contest the terms
of Fortress Europe with its regime of greater movement
within Europe while simultaneously subordinating people
from the South. The October 2002 issue of New Interna-
tionalist magazine is devoted to the theme “The Case for
Open Borders,” and features an excerpt from the best-known
English-language manifesto for an end to immigration con-
trols, Teresa Hayter’s Open Borders.10 The choice of theme
for this issue is testimony to the new confidence and growth
of such international campaigns and perspectives. In England,
for example, the country with “the worst record on immigra-
tion detention in Europe,” and with a very low rate of refugee
acceptance, much radical immigrant rights work has focused
on stopping detentions and deportations.11 In France, the
activism of the sans-papiers and sans-papières – autonomous
formations of undocumented people who insist on speaking
for themselves – has provided an important model for un-
documented people and their allies everywhere.12 It has also
influenced internationally known intellectuals such as
Etienne Balibar, as well as Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri,
the authors of one the most important theoretical books to
come out of the Western left in a generation, the hotly debated
Empire. Hardt and Negri place an open borders demand at the
top of a new left agenda: “A specter haunts the world,” they write,
“and it is the specter of migration.”13
Outside Europe, in Australia, we have recently seen dra-
matic instances of refugees breaking out of detention and
of direct-action campaigns to free, and give sanctuary to,
refugees warehoused outside the country’s main cities and
on Aboriginal territories.14 And while most discussions fo-
cus on the so-called “migrant-receiving” nations in the
North, people in the global South, for example indigenous
people and African-descended people in Columbia, have
continued to draw attention to the ways in which they have
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been displaced by war, paramilitaries, capitalist “develop-
ment,” and their own states.
In the North American context, massive setbacks in im-
migrant rights in the U.S. since the 1990s have produced a
new generation of tough and creative activists, many of
whom are younger first-and second-generation immi-
grants of colour. Clustered in groups like the National
Network for Immigrant and Refugee Rights (NNIRR), De-
sis Rising Up and Moving (DRUM), and around the pub-
lication Colorlines – to name a few – they represent a total
break with the politics of the U.S. melting pot and the myth
of “immigrant America.”15 Key alliances between U.S. la-
bour and immigrant groups, and renewed labour organiz-
ing among working-class immigrants, meant that U.S.
immigrant rights and labour activists had achieved a sig-
nificant victory on the eve of September 11: they moved
what had been a central – if not the central – demand of the
immigrant rights movement, legalization for that country’s
estimated six to nine million undocumented, onto the na-
tional political agenda.16 Unlike many Republicans, Bush
seemed prepared to back a limited legalization plan, no
doubt with a view to capturing the sizable number of Latino/a
voters and shifting their loyalties from the Democratic to
the Republican Party.17
September 11 has been a catastrophe for all such legali-
zation and workers’ rights campaigns, and indeed for anti-
racist and economic justice projects generally.18 In the
celebration of the heroic white masculinity of firefighters,
police, and (then) New York City mayor Rudolph Giuliani,
the tremendous struggles waged largely by the city’s Afri-
can-American community for accountability from those
same police and Guiliani were buried.19 The number of
undocumented people who died in the twin towers once
again revealed the extent to which glittering world cities rely
on a service sector with large numbers of both documented
and undocumented immigrants.20 In an article on Septem-
ber 11 and New York City’s Latino/a community, Arturo
Ignacio Sánchez notes that some activists tried to effect a
“symbolic shift” by talking about the undocumented peo-
ple who died in the attack as “working heroes”; one goal of
this move was to further the “struggle to secure immigrant
amnesty in the United States and other nations.”21 But such
a strategic move was no match for what Neil Smith calls the
“manufacturing of nationalism” in the aftermath of Sep-
tember 11: while the victims of the World Trade Center
(WTC) attack came from some eighty-three countries, that
story was quickly rewritten in the interests of a United States
bent on a permanent “war on terrorism”; for this reason,
the victims had to be “nationalized.”22
The U.S. amnesty movement had planned to establish its
strength and visibility in a September 25, 2001, demonstra-
tion in Washington, D.C.; it was called off. Attendance
dropped off in organizations for the undocumented and
public events became very difficult. Many undocumented
and non-citizen people feared they were about to be
rounded up. And, of course, many were. Indeed, much
expanded powers of detention, and the requirement for
male visitors over the age of sixteen from some twenty-five
countries to register themselves by March 21, 2003, have
dramatically underlined the insecurity and precariousness
of undocumented, non-citizen, and refugee lives.23 Mean-
while, the ongoing militarization of the Mexico/U.S. bor-
der, not to speak of the presence of vigilante white ranchers
who murder suspected “illegals,” mean that migrants con-
tinue to risk their freedom and their lives crossing the
border from Mexico into the United States.24 While immi-
grant rights activists continue to organize around it, the
demand for legalization was almost forced off the public
agenda in the United States, and may yet be sacrificed
altogether because Mexico has refused enthusiastically to
back the United States’ war on Iraq.25 Instead, “illegal im-
migrants” and non-U.S. citizens are being offered a visa if
they provide tips about “terrorists” – even if no criminal
conviction results from that information.26 Recently, how-
ever, Democratic representative Luis Gutierrez has reintro-
duced a bill that would provide for a rolling amnesty for
undocumented people.27
Here in Canada, where organizations by and for the
undocumented and their allies have been weak or non-ex-
istent until relatively recently, such legalization or amnesty
campaigns have few precise parallels and radical immigrant
rights work has relatively little public or media profile.28 At
one level, this is a question of scale; there are millions of
undocumented people in the U.S., while the figures for
Canada in journalistic accounts range widely from 20,000
to 200,000.29 But it is also, crucially, a question of political
context and contest: a series of highly charged cases sur-
rounding “illegals,” as well as the mass campaign to stop
Proposition 187, have contributed to a fierce public and
media debate in the U.S. about immigration and opened up
space for advocating the rights of undocumented people.
Most importantly, undocumented people have also begun
to come forward and speak on their own behalf – crucial in
the North American media context where literally putting
a “face” to a political issue is key to how it gets framed.30
An overview of groups, campaigns, and activities di-
rected at the rights of undocumented and non-citizen peo-
ple living in Canada reveals that, unsurprisingly, most
appear to be clustered in Vancouver, Toronto, and Mont-
real – the cities with the largest immigrant populations and
with important and ongoing histories of anti-racist/immi-
grant rights organizing. In Vancouver, the Open the Borders!
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group recently organized an international activist/aca-
demic conference on displacement, borders, and immigra-
tion with a view to building a movement for no borders.31
Not long after, and in a striking illustration of what is at
stake for non-citizen people, an Iranian woman scheduled
for deportation broke free at the Vancouver airport and
made a dramatic bid for escape – only to be apprehended
and deported not long after.32 Meanwhile, hundreds of
other non-status people in that city’s Chinese and Iranian
communities have begun to organize.
In Toronto, STATUS Coalition formed in May 2001,
when a group of undocumented Latino men in the con-
struction sector approached a Toronto lawyer about their
situation; the lawyer in turn put out a call to agencies
serving immigrants to see who might be interested in initi-
ating a campaign for legalization as part of the lead-up to
the new immigration bill. The Ontario Coalition Against
Poverty, also based in Toronto, has expanded its powerful
and galvanizing direct action approach to housing and
poverty issues to include immigration casework, including
undocumented people and refugees.33 Other groups are
leading a host of related campaigns including exposing
immigration detentions at Toronto’s Celebrity Inn; work-
ing with migrant agricultural workers on temporary work
permits; and developing among Church-affiliated people a
sanctuary movement for refugees now that the “safe third
country agreement” is effectively a reality. Still others, in
both Toronto and Ottawa, are contesting the terms of the
national security state by challenging the use of secret trials
and security certificates, while activists in smaller Ontario
cities such as Guelph have resisted plans to build detention
centres in their communities.
Montreal is home to the country’s most visible and
well-known campaign for legalization, one that provides
important testimony to what may be accomplished even in
unfavourable conditions when non-status people self-or-
ganize, mobilize both women and men, insist on speaking
for themselves, and build a campaign with committed al-
lies.34 In the spring of 2002, the federal government re-
moved Algeria from the short list of countries to which
Canada does not deport; for Quebec’s failed Algerian refu-
gee claimants, more than one thousand in number, it was
deeply disturbing news. They were to be deported to a
country locked in a decade-long and deadly violent conflict
– an Algeria so dangerous that the Canadian government
to this day warns its citizens to avoid tourist visits there. In
response, the Comité d’action des sans-statut algériens
(CASSA) advanced three basic demands: (1) stop the de-
portations; (2) return Algeria to the moratorium list; and
(3) regularize non-status Algerians. By the fall of 2002, the
last demand had expanded to include a call for the legaliza-
tion of all non-status people living in Canada, a move that
recognized the slow but growing support for such a demand
in other parts of the country, particularly Toronto.
Working with the allied group, No One Is Illegal, and
with the support of numerous individuals and labour, faith,
and women’s organizations, the Comité has put together a
well-organized campaign of activities, one which has in-
cluded holding press conferences and rallies, making un-
scheduled visits to immigration offices, seeking sanctuary
in a church, and giving public talks in Montreal and
Toronto  – all of which have garnered a significant amount
of press coverage in both French and English. Much of the
coverage is sympathetic to the claims of the non-status
Algerians – particularly striking given that the campaign
began not long after the events of September 11 and Mont-
real’s Algerian community had been targeted as home to
terrorist plots. CASSA members and their allies have re-
peatedly drawn attention both to dangerous political con-
ditions within Algeria and also to Canada’s complicity in
constructing that country as “safe” for North American
business interests – and for sending people back “home.”
Indeed, as more than one analyst has argued, the two go
together in the current neo-liberal order: within the EU, for
example, “repatriation agreements” are becoming “an ex-
plicit condition of new trade deals: We’ll take your prod-
ucts, the Euros say to South America and Africa, as long as
we can send your people back.”35
Certainly, the French-language ability of many Algerians
has been a major asset in enabling the community to speak
directly to Quebec’s francophone media and immigration
officials at all levels; in this regard, they have an advantage
not enjoyed by those non-status people who are not fluent
in English or French, and who may also lack effective allies
who can act as interpreters. Secondly, CASSA members
have insisted on their claims as refugees, and indeed such a
strategy is important in a context in which claims for the
right to stay of non-status immigrants can often, by com-
parison, be more difficult to argue successfully. Bob Sut-
cliffe put it succinctly in a recent article: “Political migrants
are in principle characterised as helpless victims who de-
serve help. Economic migrants are increasingly portrayed
as selfish, grasping people, only out to get more money. The
distinction has therefore been made into a moral one be-
tween good and bad migrants.”36 Yet it must also be ac-
knowledged that the category of “political migrant” or
“refugee” is itself increasingly under attack in neo-liberal
context37 and the figure of the “bogus refugee” is ubiquitous
in popular immigration debates; indeed, the resignification
of all the terms we have been used to working with in
immigrant and refugee rights campaigns suggests that the
strategic implications of working within and against state
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categories such as “immigrant” and “refugee,” among oth-
ers, will need to become the focus of greater scrutiny and
reflection by activists.
These diverse formations and campaigns in Vancouver,
Toronto, and Montreal are exciting and many are breaking
new ground; it would be a big mistake, however, to assume
that they necessarily share the same origins, base, or politi-
cal outlook and strategy. However, some preliminary ob-
servations may be made about some of the actors involved
in such campaigns. It is clear that a “no borders/no one is
illegal” politic is capturing the political imagination of
many anti-globalization and anti-war activists, many of
whom are younger people of colour with immigrant or
refugee backgrounds and who want a much stronger anti-
racist analysis integrated throughout these movements.
Clearly, this is reflective of some of the international con-
versations in the anti-globalization movement. Radical
anti-deportation, anti-detention, and no-border cam-
paigns in Europe and, more recently, Australia are one
obvious major influence, but conditions in Canada are also
radicalizing many. These conditions include increasing de-
tentions, deportations, racial and national profiling, sur-
veillance, and the inhumane treatment afforded to failed
refugee claimants or to those, such as the Asian migrants of
a few years ago, who arrive at the country’s borders and
shores.
Tired of the racism, and not inclined to take up old
defensive arguments about “the contributions of immi-
grants to Canada,” or indeed about the basic fairness and
soundness of the immigration system in the face of attacks
on it from the right, younger activists are elaborating a
different political language. Rejecting the binaries of “good
immigrant”/“bad immigrant,” “legal”/”illegal,” and “political
refugee”/“economic migrant,” it is a politics that speaks
both to the causes of displacement globally, and to the right
of people to move across borders freely with full labour,
social, and citizenship rights. It is a politics that, for some,
may also be explicitly linked to an anti-national and anti-
colonial perspective, and one which attends to the need to
bring together Aboriginal rights and im/migrant rights
through a common critique of displacement, dispossession,
and the power of nation-states to construct regimes of
racialized citizenship.38
It is important not to overestimate the strength of these
autonomous groups; many are relatively new and some-
what fragile, and all are under-resourced. Whether led by
those most directly affected (CASSA, for example) or by
their allies, such organizations typically have very low or no
budget and, consequently, no staff. Typical of grassroots
organizations, the work is often highly labour-intensive and
unpaid, and involves a willingness to confront bureaucra-
cies and officials head-on. Such an approach differs distinctly
from that of more long-standing refugee rights groups or
agencies serving immigrants – many of which have long
emphasized strategies based on lobbying and changes to the
law, and many of which may be reluctant to publicly defend
those whom the State constructs as “illegals,” much less
advocate an “open-the-borders” position. Unlike in the
United States, where legalization for that country’s millions
of undocumented remains (even after September 11) the
central demand of the immigrant rights movement, some
more established immigrant/refugee rights groups in Can-
ada have sometimes viewed the call for legalization (never
mind opening the borders) with what could be described as
a lack of enthusiasm. Service agencies facing funding cuts,
restructuring, and a conservative political climate may be
unwilling – or too burdened by existing demands – to
implicate themselves in high-profile campaigns.
  At their best, allied organizations may embody what is
best about a grassroots organizing approach: working di-
rectly with those most affected – whether they be detained,
undocumented, migrant workers, refugees, deportees – in
order to make concrete change in everyday lives and, in the
process, democratizing knowledge and analysis about the
law and much else. The emphasis is on collective decision-
making, democratic involvement of affected and allied peo-
ple, and building solidarity. At other moments, the
immense amount of work involved – especially in defending
individual cases – may mean that little energy is left over for
broader community organizing, much less sustaining long-
term campaigns around immigration and borders. Yet, as
activists acknowledge, in the absence of national co-ordi-
nation – and, ultimately, transnational alliances of all kinds
– gains will be limited. Hard-won interim or partial suc-
cesses in individual immigration cases or, more rarely, an
affected community (such as the Algerians) are simply not
translated into long-term transformations.
National co-ordination of work in Canada is still, for the
most part, in formation, although there was an important
“No One Is Illegal” demonstration in Ottawa in June 2002
as part of the G8 protests. More recently, a February 2003
conference in Montreal brought together activists from that
city, Vancouver, Toronto, Ottawa, Guelph, and other com-
munities with a view to developing a co-ordinated, long-term
campaign with a core set of demands, a basis of unity, a plan
of action, and an organizational structure flexible enough to
accommodate existing local formations/campaigns while still
able to sustain effective, ongoing work in a variety of centres.
So, what now? On both sides of the Canada/U.S. border,
immigrant rights movements and organizations have been
regrouping, rebuilding and rethinking strategy since Sep-
tember 11. In the Canadian case, as we have seen, significant
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new organizing has in fact emerged since September 11 in
spite of – and indeed because of – conditions that by the
day become more deeply unfavourable. In what follows, I
want to comment on some of the broad strategic dilemmas
currently facing activists; such an analysis ultimately needs
to consider how to bring together political questions that
were alive well prior to September 11 (for example, struggles
around Aboriginal self-determination or the deportation of
Afro-Caribbean people39) with the newer challenges and
racialization processes/targets we currently face. My focus
here will be on Canada and the United States. While many
activists have been most influenced by European and Aus-
tralian no border/no detention organizing, the fact is that
Canada’s geographical and political/economic relationship
to the American empire needs to be the focus of some
serious analysis, reflection, and cross-border action. It is in
this context that the lack of ongoing co-ordinated work
between activists on either side of the Canada/U.S. border
emerges as a very serious weakness. My analysis will neces-
sarily remain partial and preliminary given the sheer
number of changes that have occurred since September 11,
as well as their far-reaching implications, not all of which
are clear. Moreover, the so-called “war on terrorism” –
which many have argued is in essence “a war for U.S.
globalism” – has created a very volatile political context
which continues to shift quite rapidly.40
What is abundantly clear is that, as one U.S.-based activ-
ist commented, “The ‘homeland defense’ agenda and the
war are two parts of the same thing.”41 In his provocative
essay on the “manufacturing of nationalism,” Neil Smith
suggests a way to elucidate this relationship by asking, “A
global event and yet utterly local: how did September 11
become a national tragedy?”42 His essay details some of
those national practices in the immediate aftermath of
September 11, all of which were reinforced – and yet simul-
taneously revealed for analysis – by anxious media silences,
gaps, and outright censorship. One move, as we have seen,
was to “nationalize the victims” as Americans (“Why do
they hate us so much?”); but others included immediately
shutting down the borders and airports; defining terrorism
to exclude “Americans”; and closing the stock exchange for
several days, thus “revealing in stark outline the very real
fusion (and confusion) of an ideological Americanism with
the interests of global capitalism.”43 If national victims had
to be identified, so too did national enemies – both abroad
(Afghanistan, then Iraq) and, crucially, at home. Racial and
national profiling – and much else – has been the result.
The ideological and practical work of constructing the
WTC attack for American nationalism was necessary in
order to lay the groundwork for the violence and war that
followed since “nationalism is the discourse of war under
modern capitalism, in which the national state has cornered
a monopoly on violence. In this case it is a national monop-
oly over violence asserted at the global scale.”44
One clear dilemma is that, despite the emergence of an
international anti-war movement unprecedented in hu-
man history, its North American wing simply does not (yet)
have the strength to turn back the discourses/practices of
homeland and national security. But without a highly or-
ganized and broad anti-war movement which clearly ad-
dresses both the war and domestic racism, the rights of
immigrants of whatever status, as well as of citizen people
of colour, will continue to erode dramatically, for “national
security” is an extremely powerful and mobile discourse. As
Kinsman, Buse, and Steedman state, “Under its regime,
those who are defined as ‘security threats’ can be excluded
from regular human and citizenship rights.”45 The deten-
tions, semi-secret trials, and abuses of all sorts currently
taking place on both sides of the border (and beyond, as in
Guantanamo) provide ample evidence. General calls at
anti-war rallies and forums to defend civil liberties, includ-
ing those of immigrants, refugees, and racialized commu-
nities (particularly Muslims, South Asians, and Arabs) are
certainly important at one level; they are also wholly inade-
quate given the dimensions of the racist nationalism that
we are dealing with here.46
A broad key strategic point, then, is that we must under-
stand immigration and anti-racist politics as deeply bound
up with anti-war politics, and vice versa. In Canada, we are
seeing some renewed public debate about U.S. imperial
power as we are pulled ever deeper into the American
empire. Deeply important as this opening has been, the
force of such critiques has often been blunted by perspec-
tives that centre the “loss of Canadian sovereignty” as the
key issue; one challenge, then, is to develop a very different
kind of analysis, one that asks the questions from the stand-
point of immigrants, refugees, undocumented people, and
racialized communities.47 This means, among many things,
challenging directly the discourses of nationalism and “na-
tional security.” We have to continually ask: whose secu-
rity? whose nation? In Canada, this poses a number of
particular difficulties. For a start, the national security ap-
paratus in Canada has, historically, been more secretive in
fact than the American one. Second, despite important
books such as the accessible academic collection Whose
National Security? (on the history of state surveillance and
its targets) and journalist Zuhair Kashmeri’s The Gulf With-
in48 (on the harassment of Arabs and Muslims in Canada
during the Gulf War), it is striking how few people seem to
have a working knowledge of even the recent history of the
security apparatus in Canada; one consequence of this has
been that the iconic memory that was frequently invoked
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in debates and forums about civil liberties and “national
security” in the months after September 11 was that of
McCarthyism and Cold War United States.49 Yet, without
that historical memory and analysis, we will not be able to
identify some of the continuities (as well as discontinuities)
with past national security practices; for example, in the
wake of September 11, agencies and services for immigrants
were to obtain security clearances for their employees as an
“anti-terrorism” measure, a move that clearly recalls se-
curity and surveillance campaigns directed against immi-
grant communities in Canada during the post-World
War II period.50
Challenging the terms of “national security” also means
resisting any move to re-frame existing immigration cam-
paigns within that discursive framework. In the United
States, for example, some have sought to present the de-
mand for legalization of undocumented people as a security
measure. As an activist with the Border Network for Hu-
man Rights commented, “I have fears that some people,
including our companeros in unions, believe the only way
to get legalization is to define it as an issue of national
security, as a process for identifying everyone.”51 The un-
documented movement in the U.S. gained significant
ground by forming a key alliance with the labour move-
ment; therefore, the AFL-CIO’s reaffirmation in December
2001 of support for legalizing undocumented workers was
very important. But the AFL-CIO’s official position in sup-
port of the war on Afghanistan, and its acceptance of limi-
tations on the rights of non-citizen workers, was a major,
though not surprising, setback.52 (U.S. trade union opposi-
tion to the more recent war on Iraq, it should be noted here,
is a welcome development.)53 On this side of the border,
and to its credit, the official labour movement in Canada
has been far less enthusiastic about American-led wars, and
a post-September 11 statement by the Canadian Labour
Congress (CLC) warns of the abuses of “national security”
arguments for trade unionists. Moreover, CLC vice-presi-
dent Hassan Yusef spoke publicly in favour of legalization
of the undocumented at a forum organized by STATUS in
Toronto in December 2001.54 But new challenges are con-
stantly appearing. The recent finding by Canada’s Auditor-
General, Sheila Fraser, that some thirty-six thousand
“illegals” have not been deported or accounted for is being
framed as a security issue by the media.55 The various groups
calling for legalization on this side of the border have for
the most part resisted the move to pose status for undocu-
mented people as a national security question. At the
same time, the campaign for legalization – as in the
United States – has been nowhere near strong enough to
form a counterweight to border panics about “illegals”
and security.
While campaigns for legalization of undocumented peo-
ple in both Canada and the United States continue to be
deeply necessary, we also have to confront the fact that, as
Jane Bai and Eric Tang have argued for the U.S. case, “The
‘war at home’ has shifted the dividing line from docu-
mented vs. undocumented to citizen vs. non-citizen.”56 The
post-September 11 context makes much starker what has
always been a reality: merely being “legal” is never enough
in the absence of full social, labour, and political rights.
Being “legal” is little use if you can be easily detained and/or
deported. Recent changes in U.S. legislation mean that the
rights of non-citizens have once again been dramatically
reduced, and Canada’s new Immigration Act makes the
deportation of non-citizens easier. Canadian Prime Minis-
ter Jean Chretien further underlined these realities by his
stunning refusal to defend the rights of permanent residents
in Canada facing racial and national profiling in the United
States: “If they do not have a Canadian passport, it’s no
longer my problem…Let them become Canadian citizens,
and we will protect them.”57 But the fact is, as Bai and Tang
also acknowledge, citizen rights of people of colour are
always precarious; the aftermath of September 11 has dra-
matically served to highlight this once again. The Canadian
state appears unwilling to vigorously protect the rights of
Canadian citizens apprehended, detained, or kidnapped by
U.S. authorities; figures such as Shakir Boloch (detained in
the U.S. for months)58 or Maher Arar (still detained in
Syria) come to mind. Challenging the terms of racialized
citizenship must, therefore, be added to the long  list of
political priorities for the current context; one immediate
implication is that we need to challenge any attempt to
further widen distinctions between citizen and non-citizen,
and also distinctions within those categories.
A key part of the U.S. “homeland defense” agenda – with
its racial and national profiling, arbitrary detentions, de-
struction of civil rights, and much else – is bringing Canada
and Mexico into it through the creation of a so-called
“security perimeter.” Naomi Klein has commented recently
that the U.S. is constrained both to lock down its northern
and southern borders and to demonstrate to business in-
terests that delays at the border will not cost them money –
currently a serious problem. The way around this apparent
conflict in imperatives is to harmonize borders and make
Fortress NAFTA: “How do you have air-tight borders and
still maintain access to cheap labor? How do you expand
for trade, and still pander to the anti-immigrant vote? How
do you stay open to business, and stay closed to people?
Easy: first, you expand the perimeter. Then you lock
down.”59 The U.S. has exerted serious pressure on both
“Canada and Mexico to harmonize their refugee, immigra-
tion and visa laws with US policies.”60 The ongoing and
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active ideological construction since September 11 of Can-
ada’s border as porous and as a conduit for “terrorists” to cross
into the United States must be understood in this light.61
One of many ways that the terms of the security perime-
ter might be challenged is from the standpoint of policing,
prisons, and detention. Ontario’s current Minister of Pub-
lic Safety and Security is highly committed to a detention
system along the lines of the now-notorious Australian
one.62 It is also clear that one key component of the practical
implementation of the security perimeter is the greater
integration of policing across borders, as well as within each
country, as Toronto’s recent Great Lakes Security Summit
makes clear. U.S.-based activists Bai and Tang, in an analy-
sis of “The War at Home,” argue that what can potentially
provide a unifying focus for U.S. anti-racist and immigra-
tion rights activists post-September 11 is renewed organiz-
ing directed at policing and “the prison industrial complex”
because they are now being dramatically reorganized and
expanded to target a whole new range of non-citizen and
undocumented people in addition to the African-Americans
and aboriginal people who have been in the past, and who
continue to be, among those most likely to be racially
profiled and incarcerated.63 Their analysis is aimed at link-
ing contemporary immigrant rights agendas with the his-
toric struggles led by African-American and Aboriginal
people – struggles that are often articulated separately in the
U.S. context. While policing, prison, and detention strug-
gles in Canada have differed in some important ways from
their U.S. counterparts, as have the respective social move-
ments, such a political focus could be potentially unifying
of  aboriginal, anti-racist, and immigrant/refugee rights
groups in Canada as well. In short, as Bai and Tang bluntly
put it: “The immigrant rights movement can ill-afford to
view state violence as peripheral to its long-term core issue,
legalization of the undocumented.”64
In recent years, we have seen the development of striking
new campaigns across Europe, the United States, and Aus-
tralia as refugees, immigrants, migrant workers, undocu-
mented people, and their allies have sought to challenge
controls over the right of people to move freely within and
across borders. France and the United States offer particu-
larly striking examples of undocumented people as political
agents, and in both of these settings the struggles of non-
status people have captured the imagination of numerous
allies, artists, and political theorists. Campaigns emerging
in Canada – among them renewed calls for the legalization
of undocumented people; self-organizing by non-status
people themselves; anti-deportation/anti-detention work,
defense and sanctuary – have clearly been influenced by
local developments, but also by transnational conversa-
tions within the no-border and anti-globalization move-
ments and by the campaigns for legalization south of the
border.
In the United States, where millions of undocumented
people live without status and full labour rights, immigrant
rights campaigns have focused on the call for amnesty and
have clearly demonstrated what American political theorist
Bonnie Honig describes as “the potential power of the
undocumented as political actors, labor organizers, and
community activists.”65 Her work reminds us that, while
anti-immigrant legislation, policy, and practice may appear
to be about keeping (some) people out, the dependence of
the U.S. economy on their labour suggests that the goal has
been not so much stopping cross-border migration but
criminalization – and making the costs of political agency
and visibility too high to be sustained by immigrant com-
munities.66 But mass organizing by immigrant communi-
ties and their allies continued in spite of this ongoing
criminalization and, after years of setbacks, it was finally
looking like it might pay off as legalization began to seem
like a realistic political possibility.
However, the events of September 11 – immediately
appropriated for a U.S. nationalism bent on war – have led
to a “homeland security” agenda that has exacted a terrible
toll on all projects for racial, economic, and gender justice
in the United States and will have lasting effects on the
political mobilization of immigrant and racialized commu-
nities within the United States and also Canada for many
years to come.67 The so-called “security perimeter” is the
extension of many aspects of the “homeland security”
agenda to Canada and to Mexico; on the northern border
front, this has been accompanied by numerous border
panics about “terrorists” and “illegals,” as well as calls for
new powers of detention and much else. It has also dramati-
cally underlined the need to internationalize our often
locally and nationally bound immigration struggles.
Yet, there are some signs of hope: namely, an unprece-
dented anti-war movement, building in part on prior anti-
globalization activism as well as on mobilization by people
with origins in the regions most affected by war in the
Middle East and Central Asia. Yet, on both sides of the
Canada/U.S. border, there has been a failure to fully con-
nect the anti-war movement with a clear and direct chal-
lenge to surveillance, detention, racialized citizenship, and
national security logics. One way to do that, I have sug-
gested, is to begin to examine current border panics and
nationalisms from the standpoint of immigrants, refugees,
and the undocumented. Legalization and other immigrant
rights campaigns, for their part, now face more starkly than
ever the problem of state violence and criminalization, and
will need to reshape alliances and strategies accordingly.
The stakes are now vastly higher than when Balibar wrote
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his well-known manifesto in support of the French sans-
papiers. But that fact changes nothing about his analysis. Of
the undocumented, Balibar writes that they “have shown
that their illegality has not been reformed by the state but
rather created by it. They have shown that such a produc-
tion of illegality, destined for political manipulation, could
not be accomplished without constant attacks on civil
rights…nor without constant compromises with neo-fas-
cism and the men who promote it.”68 It is in this context
that renewed challenges to borders, nationalisms, and state
categories must be understood – not as unrealizable and
utopian – but as democratic political projects directed at
dismantling “global apartheid.”69
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